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Accidents

B

efore turning to tales of difficulty and rescue during summer
and fall 2012, permit me some words of appreciation for my predecessor,
Justin Preisendorfer. I’ve been a longtime reader (and, from 1989 to 1999,
editor) of Appalachia accident reports, relishing their mix of often harrowing
story and quiet education set in terrain I’ve now walked for nearly 60 years,
and I’ve been consistently impressed with their sense of narrative and tone
and their insights. In recent years, I’ve noticed the advent of especially
astute analyses of winter accidents. These analyses have been Justin’s, and
regular readers may already be nodding and saying, “Well, what did you
expect? Justin was, after all, a snow ranger in Tucks” (Tuckerman Ravine).
All true. But what caught my eye and won my admiration was the clear
prose and clearheaded calmness of Justin’s work. As I read his reports, I
thought, “There’s no ’tude here, no need to seem superior.” (Feeling so would
be easy for the armchair explorer and assessor.) These were straightforward,
gracefully written stories and comments. They simply made it easier for
someone to follow their advice. And that, of course, is why we have this
column. Thanks, then, to Justin for the fine standard he has set. I hope to
live up to it and, when reports for the winter season of 2012–2013 roll around,
filled with stories of people moving on snow and ice and snow sometimes
moving on its own, I hope I can also count on tapping into Justin’s winter
sense whenever I have a question.
A word about what I bring to my work in this column. I first got to the
Whites at age 5, trailing along behind my mother and my father, who was
revisiting the scenes and scents of his days as one of Joe Dodge’s many Macs
in the Appalachian Mountain Club hut croos. By age 15, I’d joined the Four
Thousand Footer Club, though I had also developed a boy’s tendency to rush
from peak to peak. Still, in all seasons through the years to follow, whenever I
needed a touchstone sense of self, I headed north from my work as a teacher
to these hills that felt like home. By now, I’ve slowed measurably, having
twigged to gravity’s command and one of life’s essential insights—“What’s
the hurry?”—but I still see north as the direction of hope and uphill as
the direction of life. And I still aspire never to be a subject in this column.
We’ll see.
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Summer 2012 and Its Edge Season
Summer 2012 was on the quiet side; though searchers and rescuers were called
to the hills frequently enough, it was to few major accidents and rescues.
But they expended major effort. The first category of rescues in this report
involves falls and resultant carryouts, and carryouts require time and peopleheavy commitments.

Slips, Falls, and Carryouts
Michael H., age 15, of Peabody, Massachusetts, spent the night of June 24
at the Lakes of the Clouds Hut with his father and a friend. The next day,
while descending the steep Ammonoosuc Ravine Trail, Michael fell, injuring
his leg so that he couldn’t walk. Michael’s father returned to the hut, and
members of the crew hiked down to Michael and helped him hobble back.
New Hampshire Fish and Game was notified of the accident and helped
shape plans to litter Michael 1.5 miles to the summit of Mount Washington,
where he could then be driven to Memorial Hospital in North Conway.
Michael’s carryout required the work of sixteen staff members from the
AMC, four NHFG officers, and two people from the Mount Washington
State Park staff. This group began the carry up the summit cone at around
1:00 p.m. and reached the summit at around 3 p.m. The day’s raw weather,
which featured driving rain, gave the carry an added edge.
On July 5, Christina B., age 47, of Hanover, New Hampshire, was on a family hike on the Appalachian Trail near the summit of Mount Cube when
she slipped and fell; her injuries left Christina unable to walk. Her husband
used a cell phone to call 911. NHFG officers responded, gathering twelve
volunteers from Upper Valley Search and Rescue and members of the Orford
police and fire departments to join five conservation officers for the carryout. This rescue crew carried Christina down 2-plus miles of steep, rugged
terrain to an ambulance, arriving at the trailhead around 7 p.m. for the ride to
Dartmouth Hitchcock Medical Center.
On October 7, Andrew H., whose age was not reported, of Cambridge,
Massachusetts, was on his way down the Gale River Trail near the end of a
multiday backpacking trip with his wife, when he injured his lower leg and
was unable to walk. NHFG officers and volunteers from the Pemigewasset
Valley Search and Rescue Team met at the Gale River trailhead at 11 a.m. to
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rescue Andrew. At 12:45 p.m., a little more than 3 miles up the trail, rescuers
reached Andrew; they were joined there by two AMC members. After treating
Andrew and splinting his leg, rescuers placed him in a litter and carried him
about 2 miles down the trail, where they were met by an all-terrain vehicle
that transported Andrew the final mile to the trailhead for his ride to Littleton
Regional Hospital. Slippery conditions resulting from recent rains made the
trail difficult.
Comment: Walking the jumbled terrain of our mountains is part of what
draws us there; everything is aslant or on edge, and we like it that way. But, of
course, such angles underfoot make it easy to lose balance, and the common,
added heft of a backpack can accentuate any lurch we make. We all fall on
occasion, and occasionally those falls injure some of us. In each of the rescues
just described, the hiker’s injury made self-rescue impossible and brought the
White Mountains’ mix of professionals and volunteers to the scene.
What draws attention is the number of people needed for a backcountry
litter carry. Somewhere around twenty people seems an average, allowing a
rotation that spells carriers, who bear the inert weight of the injured hiker
and who also must often walk beside the trail. This added difficulty makes
a mountain litter-carry demanding. The next time you are on your favorite
trail, take a look at the terrain a few feet to either side of it. There’s a good
chance that its mix of rocks and brush make it terra-no-walka. Then, imagine
the weight and imbalance of your part of a litter-carry as you negotiate this
terrain. The footwork needed is formidable, as is the commitment of rescuers
and hours of their time.

High Winds and High Stakes
On September 18, Edward B., age 59, of Northville, Michigan, was on the
third day of a five-day solo hike, when, at around 1:30 p.m., he fell on the
Franconia Ridge between Mounts Lincoln and Haystack, injuring his hip
severely. The weather was wild, featuring cold rain and winds building toward
near-hurricane force. Edward was able to crawl to a point along the ridge
where he got brief cell phone reception and called 911 and the AMC lodge at
Pinkham Notch. Equipped with overnight gear, but minus his tent, which
had blown away, Edward was able to get into his sleeping bag to try to fight
off hypothermia in the rain-soaked wind while he awaited rescuers.
An initial rescuer from the AMC’s Greenleaf Hut was turned back
by the winds; a second effort by two AMC staff reached Edward a little
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after 6 p.m. They were joined not long after that by NHFG conservation
officers and volunteers from the Pemigewasset Valley Search and Rescue
Team. Thus began a long night of rescue along the ridge and down the steep
Falling Waters Trail.
As the night deepened, the steady rain intensified to torrential, and the
waters along the trail rose rapidly. Mountain Rescue Service volunteers arrived
in time to secure several of the difficult and steep brook crossings with their
ropes and expertise. Rescuers reached the trailhead at 3:20 a.m. and Edward
was driven by Franconia ambulance to Littleton Regional Hospital.
	NHFG’s Lieutenant James Kneeland commended “the Herculean effort
of all the participating search teams working through the night in very
difficult conditions” to accomplish the nearly 4-mile carry that brought
Edward to safety. According to Kneeland, “Most likely, they saved his life.”
Comment: What heightened the peril of Edward’s fall and injury were the
place, season, approaching weather, and isolation.
The favorite upland for many, including this writer, the Franconia
Ridge is remarkably exposed. Its walker is borne up into the sky with only
unpromising, unmarked bailouts between Mount Lafayette’s summit and the
dropoff to the Falling Waters Trail 2.6 miles to the south. It is no place to
be caught in a storm in any season. September’s late-summer days, when
heat’s oppressing hand and the bugs’ incessant whine have gone away, are
also best days for this ridge. Still, they can be days with edge: I’ve seen a
crystalline day with temperatures in the 60s juxtaposed with a 6-inch snowfall
and temperatures in the 30s. That Edward was in the midst of a five-day walk
suggests the likelihood of both types of weather during that stretch.
The forecast for September 18 on similarly exposed Mount Washington is
excerpted here:
Low pressure moving north over New York State will swing a warm front through
today followed by a strong cold front for the overnight hours. A strong southerly
flow associated with this low will allow for ample moisture, bringing continued
fog as well as 1–4 inches of rain. Heavy rain late this afternoon and overnight will
heighten the risk of flash flooding, especially in narrow ravines and low-lying
areas right around the summits. Winds will also be on the increase with gusts
possibly reaching upwards of 100 mph this afternoon and evening as the low
approaches. As the cold front exits early on Wednesday . . . with temperatures
dropping behind the front, mixed showers will be possible by the afternoon. New
snow and ice accumulations, if any, will be less than an inch tomorrow.
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	In an interview with Lt. James Kneeland, Edward said that he had read
a forecast that morning at Liberty Spring. He misread the report, however,
thinking it predicted 30- to 40-mph winds with gusts to 70, while the
report pointed to winds “increasing from 30- to 40-mph and topping out at
70 mph.” But either forecast should have kept Edward off the ridge that day.
Add to this faulty sense of weather that Edward is self-described as a slow
hiker who needs twin canes for stability and you have a serious overreach that
placed both Edward and his rescuers in jeopardy. It is, as former Accidents
Editor Gene Daniell was fond of reminding us, better to be a day late on one’s
itinerary than press on and be marooned in a tough spot.
Which leads us to the ever popular debate about solo wandering. I am
both a solo walker and advocate. My sense is that solo walking creates no
added emergencies or rescues. After all, no companion could have extracted
any of the people whose stories appear in this column. But when I pack for
a day or a week alone on trails, I put in an extra burden—I’m responsible
for myself, and, should this be my time to fall, I need to have the gear and
resolve that will help me be self-sufficient and or helpful in my rescue (should
it come). Such sites of advice as hikeSafe (hikesafe.com) can help me decide
what to carry; my experience and judgment must tell me when, how, and
where to walk.
And then, there’s technology. I am aware that this rescue was sited along
the ridge trail which the late Guy Waterman and his wife, Laura Waterman,
of East Corinth, Vermont, adopted for many years in the late 1900s. The
scree walls that direct foot traffic and protect fragile plants and some of the
intricate, see-through cairns are of their original devising. Famously, the
Watermans, also writers on mountain ethics, argued against the invasion of
the backcountry, high or low, by technology. Although I might not pass the
purist test, I hang out in their camp. I bury a phone (turned off) deep in
my pack in case I need help or encounter someone else who does. But I do
not search out forecasts and other news or voices; I rely on the longtime
weatherman of self, who reads the sky each day. I also like the way life slows
to walking speed, and often I like who I become at that speed. When I’m
walking, I live where I am. It’s clear that Edward’s story might have taken a
very different path without a phone. It’s good that he had one with him, and
lucky that he was able to get a small window of reception.
Finally, think for a moment of the rescuers. Any carry, as noted earlier,
is arduous. The 3,000-foot vertical drop of the Falling Waters Trail (note
its name) in flooding rain is nearly unimaginable. And the only thing to
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recommend a litter carry along the exposed ridge that day might have been
that hanging on to the litter would keep you from being blown away.

Suddenly
Sudden death from an internal medical condition is part of the possibility
we carry with us to our mountains. The following incident is a not-so-gentle
reminder of mortality.
	On August 13, Gary M., age 57, of Sharon, Massachusetts, was hiking up
the Tuckerman Ravine Trail with his two daughters, ages 18 and 15, when he
collapsed. One of his daughters ran the 2.5 miles back to the Pinkham Notch
Visitor Center, while the other stayed with Gary. Other hikers soon stopped
to help, beginning cardiopulmonary resuscitation, which they and rescue
personnel from the AMC sustained for well over an hour. These efforts were
unsuccessful.
Appalachia’s editor, Chris Woodside, was one of the hikers who came
upon the scene, and some of her thoughts about the attempts to help Gary
are included here:
I came to a group of three young men who were administering CPR to a man.
They told me that he had collapsed 25 minutes before (that would be just after
10 a.m.). I was trained years ago in CPR and stopped to help. We took turns
with chest compressions and breathing. Soon about six to eight of us were
helping, not counting several others who stopped to help for shorter periods.
At the spot where this happened, cell phone service is unreliable,
but a 911 call had been placed. His younger daughter remained there on
the trail with her father. As we attempted to revive him, she sat a short
distance away with other hikers, who made sure she would not be alone.
Hermit Lake Shelter is about eight-tenths of a mile farther up the trail; the
caretaker from the shelter came down with a defibrillator with the hope that
it might start the man’s heart, but the machine did not detect any movement,
as I understand it. We continued with CPR until a search-and-rescue worker
came up from below. In contact with a doctor at the local hospital, he gave us
the official word to stop CPR. It was then about 11:30 a.m. or later. A nurse
who was also hiking that day, and who stopped to help with CPR, said it
was likely that the man did not feel any pain and that probably he had died
very quickly.
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Comment: What we know of our internal workings and state is often hidden
from others. And, of course, we sometimes hide what we fear from ourselves
too. Still, a review of our physical fitness is a sort of “equipment check” that
precedes heading uphill or “out there.” That becomes ever more true as we
age and take on the collective wear and deposits of living over time. A walk or
climb that once took no preparation other than day-to-day living may require
the concerted effort of a fitness program. In a sense, as we age we must devote
more time to training so that we may live in ways we always have.
But, of course, even as all that training may reset our life clocks, it doesn’t
stop them from ticking forward. And so, with any sudden death from medical
condition in the mountains, there is also the possibility that it was simply time.
We owe our families and friends an honest assessment of who we are
physically when we venture out and up. And then we decide whether or not
to go.
	Our condolences to Gary’s family and friends.

The Edge Season: Carrying Lights
Fall often sneaks up on us; the June solstice’s promise of nearly endless days
of light seems to vanish some time in August, even as we insist, “It’s still
summer!” The following compilation of incidents features oncoming fall’s
common problem of early nightfall when it meets our tendency to see
summer as endless.
	On August 14, Jed E., age 57, Miriam E., age 54, and Chaim E., age 31,
of Lakewood, New Jersey, set out on the popular Falling Waters–Franconia
Ridge–Old Bridle Path loop. At 9 p.m., NHFG received notice of a 911 call
from the family. They were benighted on the Old Bridle Path with only a
small light available. Conservation officers reached the family at about
11:15 p.m. and guided them back to the trailhead.
	On October 7, Scott B., age 22, of Meriden, Connecticut, and Jeff M., age
21, of Meshoppen, Pennsylvania, decided to bushwhack from their campsite
off Bear Notch Road to the top of Bear Mountain. The pair ran out of
daylight on the way down and called 911 at 6:24 p.m. They had no lights, extra
clothing, or food. Rescuers determined their GPS coordinates from the call
and launched a search, but the men kept moving, trying to reach the road.
A cold night descended with temperatures in the 30s and some hours of cold
rain. Conservation officers and volunteers with New England K-9 Search and
Rescue searched through the night in the locale of GPS coordinates.
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At daybreak, the men made their way to the road, where a New England
K-9 team found them. The men were cold and hungry but in good shape.
“It was a long, cold night for them,” said NHFG Sgt. Brian Adams. “These
young men were humbled by the experience and very grateful for the efforts
of the search teams who worked through the night to find them.”
	On October 20, while NHFG personnel were involved in a carryout
on the Davis Path, the agency received notice of a 911 call from Kristine
C. of Boston, and Anne C. of Cambridge, Massachusetts (ages not reported
by authorities). Their 6:20 p.m. call reported that they had lost the trail in the
area around Mount Pickering in Bartlett. Two NHFG conservation officers
began a search and were later joined by officers who had come from the
Davis Path rescue. Though they had been unable to locate the cell phone’s
coordinates, the officers were able to determine a general area of search, and
they searched through the night. Conservation Officer Mark Hensel and his
search dog Sig found the women at 9:30 the next morning heading for the
Rocky Branch Shelter. Neither woman had a light, nor were they prepared for
a night out. The weather was mild for October.
After getting a late start on October 21, Elizabeth W., of Laconia, New
Hampshire, and Kathleen H., of Newmarket, New Hampshire, climbed to
the top of Mount Whiteface via the Blueberry Ledge Trail. On the way down,
the women (ages not reported) were overtaken by darkness and called for
assistance at 7 p.m. Conservation officers determined their position from the
call and hiked in to find them about a mile from the trailhead. Neither hiker
had a light.
Comment: All of these people went out into the woods and up a mountain
with no flashlight or headlamp. There’s no reason to leave lights (and spare
batteries and bulbs) behind. That’s plain common sense. What intrigues me
about these incidents (and others I could have included) is that everyone
carried phones and that everyone felt entitled to call for help. In an era when
libertarian, leave-me-alone budget cutting is shrinking support for agencies
such as NHFG, the prevalence of a call-for-help mindset points to a central
contradiction in our society.
—Sandy Stott
Accidents Editor
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“I started reading Appalachia for the accident reports, but I kept
reading for the great features.” — Mohamed Ellozy, subscriber
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